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Eucharist? The answer must be that it would not, in that it evidently did
not do so here” (269). A few months before his death, Bray was quoted
(by Stephen Bates, The Guardian, 9 August 2001) as saying much the
same thing, but with more general force: “The sexual potential of a relationship, which was always a possibility, was clearly not in itself a bar to
eucharistic practice.” He then directly compares ancient and modern practice: “The church was taking cognisance of friendship and although its disciplines were the same it was more willing to take a risk.”
The writing of The Friend constituted a risk. That it sometimes seems
too careful hardly constitutes a problem, given the wealth of material and
the radical challenges to received wisdom that the book offers. It is a fitting final monument to Alan Bray—civil servant, social historian, activist,
and academic—and to his friend and partner, Graham Wilson. Like the
body of the friend in Bray’s account, this book is a public gift of notable
value.

Garrett P.J. Epp
University of Alberta

Valeria Finucci. The Manly Masquerade: Masculinity, Paternity, and Castration in the Italian Renaissance . Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2003. ISBN 0-8223-3065-2. $24.95 paper.
Though gender implies a consideration of the culturally constructed
roles of men and women, gender studies, perhaps as a spin-off of women’s
history, has traditionally concentrated on women. Valeria Finucci’s new
work alternatively considers gender more from the perspective of men.
The Manly Masquerade: Masculinity, Paternity, and Castration in the Italian Renaissance presents a close, scholarly reading of a series of fascinating
topics in Renaissance culture such as the conception of children, crossdressing, and castration. While other scholars have considered these subjects in studies of the history of medicine, theater, or politics, Finucci
innovatively reveals instead what these discourses can tell us about masculinity in early modern Italy. Through an analysis of a selection of Renaissance literature deftly woven together with a variety of additional sources
such as novellas, medical texts, and legal decrees, Finucci demonstrates
that like femininity, masculinity was culturally determined, and sixteenthcentury manliness encompassed a variety of constructions ranging from
the aggressively masculine man to the more effeminate, ornamented, sensual man more typically associated with the seventeenth century. In short,
the strong, swaggering man adorned with the codpiece, sword, and
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dagger was far from the only male type at large in the Italian Renaissance
landscape, and not surprisingly, a variety of models of masculinity necessarily generated a greater variety of interactions and negotiations between
men and women than we have perhaps understood up until now.
Finucci begins with a consideration of the conception, generation and
birth of children and the roles that men and women played in this process—a topic that engages the first half of her study. From high medical
and literary thought down through popular culture, the early modern
world believed that a variety of peculiar ways of human conception were
possible; generation could easily involve only women or men alone, or in
fact no mother or father at all. As the Renaissance drew on classical culture, it was informed by the ideas of Aristotle, Hippocrates, and Galen,
who argued that women’s importance in procreation was more accidental
and passive than that of men. Lucian suggested that men on the moon
married each other, carried their children in their calves and gave birth by
cesarean section. Sixteenth-century writers often corroborated such stories of generation by one parent or sex alone; Agnolo Firenzuola told of a
woman whose son was conceived by eating snow. Tasso and Straparola
recounted women interbreeding with animals such as cats, dogs, pigs or
tuna, and numerous beings could emerge from the womb including toads,
serpents, and the penis itself. According to a variety of writers, again ranging from Aristotle to Tasso and Paracelsus, humans could also feasibly be
born out of waste and putrefaction itself.
With such theories of generation abounding, Finucci turns to ask, just
what exactly was the role of the father in conception? She attempts to
answer this question by examining ideas of paternity and masculinity in a
series of texts, beginning with Machiavelli’s La mandragola. First performed in Florence in 1518, Machiavelli’s tale recounts how an older lawyer, Nicia Calfucci, enters into a contract with Callimaco Guadagni in
order to impregnate his infertile wife. Callimaco, disguised as a doctor,
administers a fertility potion—the mandrake root--that will have the side
effect of killing the man who first sexually approaches Lucrezia. A street
boy (Callimaco in disguise) is then kidnapped to make love to Lucrezia
and draw out this poison and impregnate her with (Callimaco’s) child.
Finucci uses this story to explore two ideas; first, that paternity can occur
without fertilization, since Nicia, after delegating the dangerous business
of sex to another man, comfortably claims Callimaco’s child as his own
and becomes a surrogate parent. Second, Finucci links the figure of Lucrezia--the toxic, dangerous, poisonous female--to an epidemic fear of spiders
that swept across Italy in the early modern period. Under the spell of the
mandrake root, Lucrezia becomes a masculine aggressor who, like the
Freudian spider, kills with a male organ. This psychoanalytical interpretation aligns with the early modern medical perception that both sexes had

126 Book Reviews
the same organs: that women had penises internally located. Machiavelli’s
comedy destabilizes any one single concept of masculinity and paternity;
paternity and patriarchy here are not linked to sperm, as Nicia become a
legitimate father not through sex but through caretaking. If both genders
had penises and could behave in masculine ways, manliness was not determined by the penis per se, but by a man “put[ting] himself in a position of
power and showing himself virile” (106).
Finucci also considers paternity by examining the well-known—but
little explored—early modern concept that a woman’s imagination,
including what she thought of and looked at during pregnancy, played a
decisive role in the engendering of children and their resulting appearance.
In Tasso’s Gerusalemme liberata (1575), the white woman warrior Clorinda is born from two Ethiopian parents; the fact that Clorinda did not
resemble her mother or father suggested that the father’s generative input
was entirely canceled out by maternal imagination during pregnancy. The
birth of monstrous children like Clorinda generated the male fear that
men were in fact much less relevant to the gestation process than previously imagined. Renaissance ideas about conception, if taken to their logical conclusion, in fact put a child’s resemblance entirely out of the hands
of the father; “the mother carries a fetus that will look like her husband
not because he is the genetic father of the baby but because she chooses,
among a number of possibilities, to have her child look like what she finds
desirable for herself,” thereby placing the engendering of a physically similar child “suddenly…outside the reach of fathers” (140). Once again,
men are perhaps not quite as manly as we thought; “at the very moment
in which woman performs her most clear-cut role in society, and her most
recommended one biologically—that of reproducing—she manages to set
herself free from patriarchy” (141).
In chapters four and five, Finucci turns to other aspects of the “masquerade” of masculinity. In canto 28 of Orlando furioso (1532), for
instance, Ariosto recounts the story of King Astolfo of Lombardy and his
noble traveling companion Jocondo traveling around Europe, making
love to more than a thousand women in revenge for having been betrayed
by their wives. Though this at first might appear a typically aggressive,
masculine response to the affront of adultery, Finucci argues that Ariosto
feminizes these men who are narcissistically obsessed with their beauty.
The narrative, she argues, is motivated not by power (the characters never
impregnate any of the many women they sleep with) but by eroticism as
their obsessive sex feminizes more than masculinizes the protagonists.
Finucci interprets this tale to show that virility does not guarantee male
power and “masculinity is a construct, a masquerade, a display, a performance, just like femininity” (166). The tale of cross-dressing twins in Bibbiena’s La calandria (1513) further underlines the social constructedness
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of gender. Santilla and Lidio, twins orphaned and separated at the age of
six, cross-dress as a man and woman respectively in order to win the love
of Fulvia, a Roman noblewoman; Santilla explains to Fulvia the fact of
occasionally missing or changed organs by describing herself as a hermaphrodite. In this comedy, characters appear, disappear, and reappear in
different gendered and sexual guises with a dizzying frequency, sometimes
feminine in gender and female in sex, other times feminine in gender and
male in sex.
Finucci ends her study with what is perhaps her most significant contribution: an analysis of the castrato in Renaissance Italy. Though many
readers will already be familiar with the phenomenon of castrati—young
males castrated in order to maintain a suitably operatic voice—it may come
as a surprise to learn that while this practice is commonly associated with
baroque Italy, it actually began in large numbers in the last quarter of the
sixteenth century. Finucci demonstrates how castration regularly happened in early modern Italian society for a wide variety of medical, political, and moral reasons in addition to theatrical ones, suggesting that
castrated men actually regularly peopled early modern communities in
Italy. Castrati may have been sexually mutilated, but in fact were often
considered over-sexualized, incited feminine lust and fascination, and regularly established heterosexual attachments. Through a discussion of a
papal bull passed in 1587 stating that men unable to emit seminal fluid
could not marry, Finucci demonstrates yet another destabilization of what
would traditionally have defined sex; it was not the penis, but the testicles
and their power to make progeny for society that in this case defined masculinity.
Beyond the fact that this study innovatively considers gender in terms
of men, another contribution of this work is its destabilization of sex as
well as gender: a concept that many scholars have suggested—such as
Thomas Laqueur in his well-known work Making Sex: Body and Gender
from the Greeks to Freud (1990)—but few have actually explored in more
specific historical arenas. Finucci clearly demonstrates that not only masculinity, but also men themselves were culturally constructed and reconfigurable, as Bibbiena’s characters attached and detached sexual parts, or
castrati became famous as adept lovers despite their damaged male organs.
This culture understood bodily humours to be constantly in flux, and genitalia did not necessarily constitute sexual difference. It has long been
understood that gender in the late medieval and early modern world was
fluid and changeable; but stories like that of Marie Germain—a French
woman who by running after a pig and jumping over a ditch, became a
man (6)—demonstrate how physical, biological sex was also changeable
and fluctuating.
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Finucci’s study is provides a compelling read that dynamically overturns any static perceptions historians and literary scholars may have had
about Renaissance men and masculinity. This work is timely, echoed by
Margaret Gallucci’s Benvenuto Cellini: Sexuality, Masculinity, and Artistic
Identity in Renaissance Italy (Palgrave, 2003), and will surely prompt further scholarly musing about male culture. Her plots summaries are excellent and allow even outsiders to the field of Italian Renaissance literature
to immediately enter into her discussion and analysis. Finucci’s writing
simultaneously imparts a sense of awe and humor to her discussion of early
modern sex, gender, and masculinity, as these sixteenth-century writers of
comedy and farce regularly did themselves.

Liz Horodowich
New Mexico State University

